When People Vote I f nothing else, the election of 2004 resoundingly proved one thing: People vote when they feel they have something to vote for … or against.
With the controversial presidency of George W. Bush as a catalyst, turnout last November reached a record 122 million votes, smashing the previous high for a presidential election by nearly 17 million -a record in itself for turnout increase from one election to another.
The rate of voter participation was the highest since the halcyon days of the 1950s and 1960s, when politics were a bit less cynical and voters a bit more civic-minded. No matter how it is sliced and diced, the turnout rate in 2004 was the highest for a presidential election since 1968 -the last held before the national voting age was lowered from 21 to 18.
Roughly one out of every six voters last fall was either a new one or a past voter who had skipped the opportunity to cast a ballot in the race four years earlier between Bush and Democrat Al Gore. In short, the number of ballots cast and counted for president in 2004 was 16% greater than in 2000.
To be sure, there have been other elections over the last century that produced a greater increase in the number of voters than 16%. Voter turnout in 1920, the first election held after women were given the right to vote, was 44% higher than four years earlier. Turnout in 1928, when Democrat Al Smith became the first Roman Catholic to win a major party nomination, was more than 25% larger than the previous election. So too was the turnout in 1952, when Republican Dwight Eisenhower brought down the curtain on the Democrats' 20-year control of the White House.
But in two major ways, the large turnout increase in 2004 was different than previous high-turnout elections.
First, both parties in 2004 benefited from the expanded turnout. The increase was not one-sided, as has been the case in many other elections with big turnout increases. President Bush picked up more than 11.5 million votes from his first run in 2000, but Democrat John Kerry drew 8 million more than Gore. It made last year's election the first in history where both parties expanded their presidential vote total by at least 8 million from the previous contest.
Second, the election of 2004 did not produce a vote for change. The elections of 1920 and 1952 resulted in a switch in party control of the White House, as did those in 1960 and 1992 -the other two elections in the last half century where the number of ballots cast was 10% higher than four years previous.
As a result, the 2004 election gets lumped into a class with 1928 and 1936 as one of three elections since the end of World War I where the president's party maintained control of the White House in the face of a huge increase in voters. Last year's campaign was similar to that of 1928 in its strong religious overtones -evoked by Smith's Catholicism in 1928, the seemingly potent array of "moral values" issues in 2004. It was similar to the election of 1936 in the voters' affirmation of an assertive first term in a time of national trauma -that of Franklin Roosevelt in response to the Depression, that of Bush in reaction to 9/11.
Turnout Up Everywhere
I n every state, the number of Democratic and Republican presidential votes last November was higher than in 2000. In more than two-thirds of the states (38), Bush picked up more additional votes than Kerry. In nearly one-third of the states (16), Bush gained at least twice as many additional votes. Most of the states where the turnout increase was heavily Republican were in GOP territory, with six in the South alone. But Bush also won more than twice as many additional votes as Kerry in
More than One Way to Measure Voter Turnout
In a presidential election year, voter turnout is based on the number of votes cast and counted for president. The virtually final count for 2004, subject to a few post-election amendments, is 122,266,085.
Yet there are three basic options in computing the turnout rate, which produces three totally different figures.
One option is to base the rate of turnout on the number of registered voters, which in November 2004 was estimated to be 143,000,000, according to the Committee for the Study of the American Electorate (CSAE). It is the smallest universe that one could use to compute turnout rate. But it is seldom used because not every state has voter registration, and of those that do, many have inflated registration figures because their voter lists are not regularly culled.
A second option is to base the turnout rate on the estimated voting-age population of eligible citizens, those 18 years of age and older, which according to CSAE, was 201,540,000 at the time of last fall's election. The CSAE estimate attempts to cull the numbers.
A third option is to base the turnout rate on an even larger universe, the resident voting age population (including non-citizens), which was estimated by the Census Bureau to be 220,377,406 in July 2004.
The second option is increasingly favored by turnout scholars because the growing number of ineligible non-citizens is factored out of the voting age population. However, the more expansive third option is still included here because for years and years it was the preferred methodology of the Census Bureau in computing turnout rate.
To be sure, though, the Census Bureau no longer calculates the estimated voting age population in as timely a manner as it once did. For a long time, it was computed months in advance of the election and was presented as an estimate for that November. In 2004, there was no pre-election estimate from the Census Bureau. Instead, resident voting age population estimates were released in January 2005 and were gauged to July, not five states in the Democratic Northeast, a sign that the GOP may be poised to mount a comeback in a region where they were once quite competitive. The states where the turnout increase favored the Democrats tended to be ones where eligible voters were already participating in large numbers. The five states that posted the highest rates of voter participation last November -Minnesota, Maine, Wisconsin, New Hampshire and Oregon -all voted for Kerry. On the other hand, 15 of the 16 states with the lowest turnout rates among eligible citizens in 2004 voted for Bush. Most of the latter states were in the South and Southwest.
The upshot was that Kerry's ability to expand the turnout in Democratic terrain was less than Bush's ability to find new voters in Republican territory. As a result, the increase in actual votes was more dramatic in 2004 in GOP bastions.
The number of votes cast jumped 24% in the Mountain West, nearly 20% in the Plains states, and 19% in the South. Taken together, these three areas comprise the Republican "L" and Bush won every state in this half of the country last November. By contrast, the turnout increase was more modest in the Democratic strongholds of the Pacific West and Northeast, where it was up 14% and 12%, respectively,
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from 2000. In the nation's prime battleground, the industrial Midwest, the number of voters grew 15%, roughly the national rate.
Wind at their Back
R epublican turnout gains were due in no small part to an effective mobilization effort that in the end even drew kudos from the Democrats. But the Republicans also had the wind at their back in terms of lively ballot contests, easier voter registration rules, and high population growth -all skewed to states on the GOP side of the map.
In the eight states with highly competitive Senate contests, the number of votes cast was up nearly 22% from 2000. All eight states were carried by Bush in 2004.
In the 11 states with measures to ban gay marriage on the ballot, turnout was up 18%. Nine of the states voted for Bush.
In the 11 states with gubernatorial races, turnout was up 16%. Seven states were won by Bush.
In the 11 states that set up polling locations to accommodate early voting, the number of ballots cast jumped 21.5% from 2000. Ten of the states went for Bush last fall.
In the 24 states permitting no excuse absentee voting, turnout was up 17.5%. Eighteen of the states backed Bush.
And in the 15 states where there was an estimated population growth of at least 5% from April 2000 to July 2004, turnout grew 19%. Bush won 10 of these high-growth states.
More than Population Growth
N ot surprisingly, there was a correlation between population growth and turnout increase. Seven of the top 10 states in population growth were also among the top 10 in the rate of increase in the number of ballots cast.
But the correlation was hardly perfect. In South Dakota, there was a 23% jump in voter turnout, drawn in large part by the high-profile challenge to Senate Minority Leader Tom Daschle. In the bottom third of the states in population growth from 2000 to 2004, South Dakota had the sixth-largest rate of turnout increase in the country last November. In the prime battleground state of Ohio, nearly 20% more votes were cast in 2004 than four years earlier, placing the Buckeye state 11th nationally in turnout increase although it ranked 48th in population growth from 2000 to 2004.
The attention lavished on battleground states such as Ohio tended to lift their turnout. All of the battlegrounds posted a turnout increase from 2000 above the national rate of 16% except for a quartet in the Midwest -Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin -which were among the states posting the highest rate of voter participation.
But it is worth noting that in every state, the rate of increase in the number of voters who turned out to cast ballots in 2004 exceeded their rate of population growth. Put in national terms, while the country grew by an estimated 4.3% from 2000 to 2004, the number of voters who turned out to cast ballots increased by nearly four times that number.
Obviously, it is much too soon to say whether the election of 2004 will be remembered as a watershed event, one that seals Republican dominance for a generation. But with its sky high turnout, it already suggests a different legacy. By galvanizing voters as no election has in decades, it just might launch a whole new era of voter engagement in the electoral process. If that happens, the election of 2004 would qualify for "greatness" not in partisan terms, but in civic terms. And for the health of the nation's democratic process, that would be all to the good.
Largest Increases in Presidential Election Turnouts 5-Million Vote Increases
Nearly 17 million more votes were cast in 2004 than four years earlier, the largest increase ever in the presidential vote from one election to another. But unlike the other four presidential contests in which turnout jumped by at least 8 million, there was no change in the party controlling the White House. 
10% Increases since 1896
The percentage increase in turnout from one presidential election to another is computed by comparing the increased number of votes to the total votes cast in the previous election. 
Turnout Firsts for Presidential Elections
Like the nation itself, voter turnout for presidential elections has grown steadily since the early years of the Republic. Less than 400,000 votes were cast in the presidential election of 1824, the first in which there was the semblance of a nationwide popular vote tally.
Turnout exceeded 1 million for the first time for the election of Andrew Jackson four years later, reached 5 million in the wake of the Civil War, and surpassed the 10-million vote mark in the 1880s. But it was not until women were given the franchise in 1920 that the number of voters reached 25 million.
The 50-million vote mark was not exceeded until after World War II. But turnout has grown quickly since then, surpassing 100 million for the first time in 1992. 
Voter Turnout Rates in 2004: Highest in the Frost Belt
As has been the case in recent presidential elections, the states with the highest rates of voter participation in 2004 were in the country's northern tier. Most of the high turnout states were small to medium in size, heavily white in their racial composition, and quite competitive in their politics. Democrat John Kerry carried most of the states with turnout rates above the national rate. President Bush carried the vast majority of those states with rates below the nationwide level. Two turnout rates are given below for each state. One is a percentage of the eligible citizens of voting age; the other is a percentage of resident voting age population (including non-citizens). States are ranked according to the first figure, since it tends to be a smaller universe that provides a truer picture of the number of eligible voters in each state. 
Gains of 20% or more
Gains of 16% to 19.9%
Gains of Less than 16%

A Compilation of Turnout-Related Rankings
Below are some, but by no means all, of the possible ways to measure turnout in the 2004 presidential election. a -no excuse absentee voting -24 states that allowed voters to cast an absentee ballot without an excuse. e -election day voter registration -6 states that allowed voters to register on Election Day. m -mail balloting -1 state (Oregon) that conducted the entire election by mail ballot.
v -early voting -11 states that set up special locations where votes could be cast before election day.
Howard Dean and the Vermont Credential
It was his 2004 presidential campaign that made Howard Dean a national celebrity. But it was his tenure as governor of Vermont that many Democrats may find the most compelling part of his political resume.
Elected chair of the Democratic National Committee by acclamation Feb. 12, Dean is the first highprofile former presidential candidate to be selected to lead his national party. Yet by itself, his presidential campaign was a mixed bag -surprisingly strong during the long "exhibition season," alarmingly weak once the balloting began.
Arguably a more compelling part of Dean's resume was his decade-plus tenure as governor of Vermont. During his gubernatorial watch from 1991 through 2002, the Green Mountain State completed the transition from being one of the redder of the red states to one of the bluer of the blue.
From 1860, when Abraham Lincoln led the Republican Party to its first presidential victory, through 1988, when George Bush was elected president, Vermont voted Democratic for president only once -in 1964 when Barry Goldwater was the GOP nominee and was beaten in a landslide by Democrat Lyndon Johnson.
Yet since 1992, Vermont has voted Democratic for president each time, and last fall it was the third-best state for the Democratic ticket. Vermont gave John Kerry 58.9% of the vote, a percentage exceeded only by Kerry's home state of Massachusetts, and Rhode Island.
To be sure, a large influx of "flatlanders," many like Dean from the New York City area, has contributed to Vermont's change from red to blue. So too, it seems, the increasingly Southern and ideologically conservative face of the Republican Party, which has played poorly in a state where Yankee frugality mixes with moderation on social issues. Yet Dean deserves a share of the credit for Vermont's transformation as he reflected the ethos of the state well enough to win five consecutive two-year terms as its governor.
Clearly, that part of his resume for party chair was strong enough to offset a presidential campaign that ranged from brilliant to bizarre. Dean's strident anti-Bush message energized many Democratic activists in 2003. His success at raising millions of dollars through small donations on the Internet served as a model for others in the party to copy. And his ability to win major individual and institutional endorsements on the eve of the 2004 Democratic primary season made him for a time the front-runner for his party's presidential nomination.
Yet as a vote-getter, Dean fizzled. After his disappointing third-place finish in the kickoff contest in Iowa, he lacked the breadth of support needed to recover. He could win only Vermont and a non-binding primary in the District of Columbia. And ultimately, he reached 20% of the primary or caucus vote in just four states plus the District (all in the Northeast or Northwest). He fell below 20% in every state in the Midwest, and below 10% in every state in the South. For the entire primary season, Dean won less than 1 million of the more than 16 million votes cast in the Democratic contests. And all of this probably would have happened even without his famous Iowa "scream."
Yet while many Democrats breathed a sigh of relief that he was not their nominee last year, Dean was able to use his experience as governor of a small rural state to promote himself for the job of national party chair. It is a credential that Democrats hope will serve the party well as he seeks to cultivate Democratic strength in the vast swaths of America where the GOP holds sway.
